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Abstract
As more veterans and service members enroll in higher education, institutions are
investing greater resources in the establishment and enhancement of centers to support
them. However, little is known about the outcomes associated with utilization of the
centers. Furthermore, researchers have consistently aggregated veterans and service
members under “student veterans” with little regard for potential differences. Using
regression analyses and analysis of variance, this case study explored the effect of visits
to a veterans center on grade point average (GPA), the effect of academic need on
frequency of visits, and differences in academic achievement for different types of
military-affiliated students. Results did not reveal a significant effect of visits on GPA;
however, academic need was associated with an increased likelihood of visits.
Additionally, differences in academic achievement were found between veterans and
those still serving in the military, with the latter students achieving lower cumulative
GPAs. Further research to better understand the relationship between utilization of a
center and academic achievement is discussed, recommendations for future practice are
made, and critical quantitative research approaches are considered to further understand
within-group differences for military-affiliated students in higher education.

v

1
Introduction
Student Veterans and Higher Education
Since World War II, the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly
called the “GI Bill,” and subsequent Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) programs have
made higher education more accessible to military veterans (Caspers & Ackerman,
2013). The original GI Bill, the Post-Korean GI Bill/Vietnam-era GI Bill, Veterans
Educational Assistance Program, Montgomery GI Bill, Montgomery GI Bill Reserves,
Reserve Educational Assistance Program, Post-9/11 GI Bill, Vocational Rehabilitation,
and related programs have provided varying levels of tuition payments, housing
allowances, and/or book stipends to former and current service members, making higher
education more affordable (Caspers & Ackerman, 2013). Military veterans are taking
advantage of these benefits and pursuing educational opportunities nationwide.
Military-affiliated students in higher education are not just those who have
completed their service obligations. The Department of Defense (DoD) has multiple
educational programs available to many of those who still serve in the military. For offduty education, DoD offers the Tuition Assistance Program (TA), which can pay up to
$4,500 in tuition and fees each fiscal year for active duty personnel and qualifying
reserve and National Guard personnel (Military OneSource, 2017). In DoD fiscal year
2015, there were 290,100 active duty service members who took college classes off-duty
(Altman, 2016). Furthermore, most branches of the military offer one or more full-time
college educational programs to their active duty personnel. For instance, under the
Army’s Green to Gold program (USA, 2017), Marine Corps’s Enlisted Commissioning
and Education Program (USMC, 2017), the Navy’s Seaman to Admiral Program (USN,
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2017), and the Air Force’s Nurse Enlisted Commissioning Program (USAF, 2017),
personnel can become full-time college students while serving on active duty. Service
members do not have to wait until they have been discharged from the military to enroll
in academic programs at higher education institutions.
Collectively, these students who serve and served in the military are often called
“student veterans,” but what does that mean? Vacchi (2012) suggested that student
veteran be defined as “any student who is a current or former member of the active duty
military, the National Guard, or Reserves regardless of deployment status, combat
experience, legal veteran status, or GI Bill use” (p. 17). The present case study uses this
definition as a matter of convenience, while acknowledging that active duty, National
Guard, and reserve military are not veterans as defined by federal regulations (38 U.S.
Code § 101) and that significant differences between these groups exist.
Understanding Student Veterans
Understanding this population is increasingly important in higher education
because there has been a growing number of student veterans enrolling in postsecondary
education (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011). Molina and Morse (2015), utilizing data from the
U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
determined that more than 1.1 million active duty, reserve, National Guard, and veteran
students were enrolled in higher education during 2011-2012, comprising about 4.9% of
all undergraduates. The U.S. Government Accountability Office (2013) estimated that 20
million post-9/11 service members will leave the military by 2020. This will likely result
in an even greater enrollment of military veterans, with as much as a 20% increase
expected between 2013 and 2020 (VA, 2014). That is, nearly 1 in 17 undergraduates
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may be student veterans by 2020. Supporting this growing population will require the
allocation of institutional assets with an expected return on investment, for which one
measure might be the academic success of the students for whom the resources are
provided.
Despite the growing number of veterans in higher education, there is a lack of
knowledge and research about current student veterans (DiRamio, Ackerman, &
Mitchell, 2008; DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011; Durdella & Kim, 2012; Molina & Morse,
2015). Much of the literature available comprises demographic descriptions of veterans
on campuses, recommended practices based on theories, qualitative research, or
anecdotal presumption; however, empirical studies are limited. Qualitative case studies,
which are well-established methodological approaches to research, exist to a greater
extent than empirical studies, but even those are somewhat limited.
That said, researchers know that student veterans differ from their nonveteran
counterparts in many ways. For instance, they are demographically different. Using data
from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), Kim and Cole (2013)
determined that 78.9% of student veterans are over 25 years old, compared to 13.5% of
nonveterans; 61.8% are first-generation students, compared to 42.8% of nonveterans; and
32.8% are students of color, compared to 28.6% of nonveterans. In 2012, female
veterans comprised 26.7% of all student veterans, compared to 65.9% of nonveteran
students (Kim & Cole, 2013); however, only 17.2% of military personnel are female,
indicating that there are proportionally more female veterans in higher education than
males (Kim & Cole, 2013). Additionally, student veterans behave differently than
nonveterans on campuses. The NSSE data indicate that student veterans are less engaged
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with other students than nonveterans, and they report fewer quality relationships with
other students than nonveterans. Student veterans represent a campus population that is
different from nonveterans, and thus, it is appropriate for them to be studied as a distinct
subgroup of students in higher education.
Furthermore, there are differences between student veterans, but the differences
have not been studied thoroughly (DiRamio, Ackerman, & Mitchell, 2008; DiRamio &
Jarvis, 2011; Durdella & Kim, 2012; Kim & Cole, 2013; Molina & Morse, 2015). As did
others, Vaccaro (2015) noted that there is limited empirical research about contemporary
student veterans and that a great deal of the research “describes student veterans as a
monolithic group” (p. 347); however, they do not comprise a homogenous group with
stereotypic uniformity. Vacchi (2012) also states that veterans’ experiences, duration of
service, and service in combat affect the depth of their military socialization.
Additionally, the experiences of women in the military differ significantly from men.
Women, who were not granted permanent status in the military until 1948, must assume
personas and adapt behaviors to permit them to serve in a male-dominated culture that
values masculinity, questions adequacy of women, and poses a substantially greater
threat of sexual harassment and military sexual trauma to females than males (Hamrick &
Rumann, 2013). Despite dissimilarities between veterans, higher education professionals
and researchers tend to consolidate these different types of individuals who serve or
served in the military into one group, when disaggregation could provide deeper insights
into this student population.
Higher Education Support of Student Veterans

5
With the increased arrival of veterans on college campuses, professionals in
higher education have considered issues related to the needs of veterans transitioning into
and moving through higher education. Many student veterans are confronted with
challenges, several of which are encountered by other nontraditional students, but some
of which are common and mostly unique to veterans. Student veterans can face
difficulties that require substantial support, such as physical and mental health issues,
financial difficulties, or family problems (Karp & Klempin, 2016). Some scholars note
that the tight bonds and group interdependency experienced in the military but often
lacking on campuses is a key issue for student veterans (DiRamio & Jarvis, 2011; Junger,
2016). Recommended best practices for addressing the unique needs of student veterans
vary; however, the establishment of a campus veterans resource center that provides a
centralized source of support, information, and referrals is frequently included as a key
support strategy (Brown & Gross, 2011; Kurzynski, 2014; Wilson, 2014).
Nationally, postsecondary institutions have responded to the influx of veterans by
providing dedicated resources for student veterans. The NCES (Queen & Lewis, 2014)
found that 82% of institutions with military-affiliated students (including spouses and
dependents) had a designated point of contact or office, 79% had customized information
about financial aid, 36% had a student organization, and 19% had a dedicated social
space for those students (p. 2). Colleges and universities are also making an effort to
increase support and services for the growing number of student veterans. In their survey
of 723 institutions, Cook and Kim (2009) found that 49% of those that offer targeted
services and programs for veterans had an office dedicated to veterans, with 14% of those
offices constituting student centers and 66% constituting administrative offices. They
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also found that 30.4% of the surveyed institutions intended to establish a dedicated center
or department, 29% intended to increase dedicated staffing, and 43% intended to increase
services and programs for student veterans in the next five years.
No matter where the level of resources lies along the spectrum of support – from a
staff member who serves as a designated point of contact to a full-service office with
multiple staff members – there are associated costs with providing services and facilities
on campuses. The funding of these resources comes from a variety of sources including
the postsecondary institutions themselves, external state and federal entities, and private
donors. The funding can be substantive. For instance, in 2017, the Oregon state
legislature appropriated $1 million to enable its Department of Veterans Affairs to
provide postsecondary institutions with one-time grants of up to $100,000 to augment
student veteran programs (“LBCC,” 2017). In 2016, Middle Tennessee State University
opened its new Charlie and Hazel Daniels Veterans and Military Family Center following
$120,000 in gifts from private donors (Snoddy, 2016). In 2012, the Texas A&M System
Board of Regents provided $5.85 million to their San Antonio campus for the
construction of a 21,000 square foot building dedicated to military-affiliated students
(TAMUS, 2012). These are substantial outlays made despite insufficient research on the
return on investment.
Statement of the Problem and Purpose of the Case Study
This section describes two problems. The first problem concerns how little is
known about the utilization and benefit of veterans centers, and the second problem
concerns how little is known about the within-group differences among student veterans.
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Rainey (2013) explains that visionary leaders are often able to implement
initiatives without quantitative data to support their decisions, but sustaining success
requires measurement of outcomes and that effective corporate strategic management
requires that measured outcomes be evaluated in relation to goals. Although stated in the
context of business and including the importance of accountability to shareholders, the
concept is appropriate for higher education leaders who are accountable to their
governing boards for outcomes and to taxpayers for stewardship of public funds. This
idea frames the first problem addressed by the present study.
The first problem addressed by this research is that colleges and universities are
leveraging increasingly more resources in support of student veterans, but little is known
about the return on the investment or utilization of those resources. Although literature
often suggests that campus veterans centers can support the successful transition and
progress of student veterans, outcomes stemming from veterans centers, as types of coidentity centers similar to those focused on underrepresented minorities, have not been
studied adequately (Jenner, 2017). Dedicating space, personnel, and other assets to
establish a veterans center is costly, and the related positive academic outcomes are
assumed. Furthermore, Karabenick and Knapp (1991) found that help-seeking among
college students who are active learners includes the use of learning resource
management strategies when needed, and they found that greater need was associated
with lower grades. If student veterans recognize a veterans center as a resource to
support their learning, then one might assume that they would be more likely to engage a
center when in need. In other words, a student veteran who is facing challenges that are
negatively affecting his/her academic achievement would presumably engage a center
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intended to mitigate the challenges to academic success, and the result would be a more
positive outcome than that of not engaging the center. The assumptions regarding
academic outcomes and engagement of a veterans center, as a needed learning resource,
raise questions. Are student veterans engaging veterans centers when they need
academic assistance? When utilized by student veterans, to what extent do campus
veterans centers support their academic success? This case study will begin to answer
those questions with the first two of four research questions:
RQ1: What is the influence of utilizing a campus veterans center on student
veterans’ academic success?
RQ2: What is the influence of academic need on student veterans’ utilization
of a campus veterans center?
The purpose of the present study related to these first two questions is to
determine how utilization of campus veterans centers is related to academic success. For
this study, grade point average (GPA) was selected as the measure of academic success
because it has been positively associated with retention and graduation (DesJardins,
Ahlburg, & McCall, 1999; Mangold, Bean, Adams, Schwab, & Lynch, 2002). Pascarella
and Terenzini state that “…college grades may well be the single best predictor of student
persistence, degree completion, and graduate school enrollment” (2005, p. 396). Finding
a positive relationship between utilization of a veterans center and GPA will bolster the
argument to institutional leaders that the associated investment of assets provides an
important student outcome and will encourage student affairs professionals to advise
student veterans to utilize veterans centers. Similarly, finding that students in need of
learning resources, indicated as a decline in GPA, are utilizing a veterans center will also
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strengthen the argument that investment in centers provides a resource that students need
and utilize.
According to McDaniel (2002) and Smith and Wolverton (2010), one of the
competencies for senior leaders in higher education is understanding and responding to
the needs of modern students. To meet the needs of different students, higher education
leaders must understand how students differ, which is an issue that the present case study
begins to explore with respect to student veterans. This point frames the second problem.
The second problem addressed by this research is that little is known about the
differences between student veterans, because higher education researchers have
aggregated student veterans into a single group, as previously discussed. Differences
based on their branch of service, component, status (currently serving or completed
service), and gender are unclear. As Carter and Hurtado (2007) suggest in their
discussion of critical quantitative approaches and underrepresented populations, research
that focuses on a specific group can examine within-group variability to increase
understanding of that group. The aggregation of student veteran data obscures insights
into potential differences in their academic needs and achievement.
To this end, the second purpose of the present study is to examine potential
differences in student veterans’ academic achievement with the third and fourth research
questions:
RQ3: Are differences in student veterans’ GPAs associated with their
branch of service, component, status, and gender?
RQ4: Are differences in student veterans’ utilization of a campus veterans
center associated with gender?
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Finding differences in student veterans’ achievement and resource utilization based on
their type of service and gender could support the identification of the types of resources
and services institutions can provide to best support each student.
Rational for This Case Study
As noted earlier, leaders need to measure outcomes to sustain success and manage
strategic objectives (Rainey, 2013), and leaders of higher education institutions must
understand their student populations (McDaniel, 2002; Smith & Wolverton, 2010). The
utility of the present case study extends beyond greater understanding of students and
outcomes. Whether viewed as a form of persuasion or influence, as a means to achieve
goals, as the result of interactions, or as the development and maintenance of structure,
leadership is often considered the “single most critical factor in the success or failure of
institutions” (Bass, 1990, p. 8). Managers are administrators who maintain the status
quo, rely on control, and focus on structure (Bennis, 2003), whereas transformational
leaders think long-term, challenge existing processes, and produce change and innovation
through such means as intellectually stimulating, considering, motivating, and inspiring
followers (Bass, 1990; Bennis, 2003; Kouzes & Posner, 2002; Mcray, 2015). By
improving the understanding of student veteran differences and student veteran
engagement, this research has leadership implications in that it should prompt datainformed decisions that foster additional action and research to produce transformational
change.
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Review of the Literature
This chapter discusses the literature related to student veteran academic outcomes
and the utilization of campus veterans centers. The first section presents the relevant
models and theoretical framework that guide the study. The second section addresses
student veterans’ demographics and uniqueness as postsecondary students. The third
section discusses veterans’ adjustment to the campus environment and the role of support
centers. The final section highlights the need to study outcomes from veterans centers.
The researcher conducted an extensive search for relevant literature, which
included peer-reviewed journals, government or nonprofit organization reports, news
articles, and books. The search focused on peer-reviewed journal articles published in
the 21st century, although some older articles and books were included when necessary.
Although this comprehensive search included emphasis on relevant empirical research,
limited articles of this kind were discovered.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this research incorporates Astin’s inputenvironment-outcome (I-E-O) model (1970), Tinto’s model of student departure (1975),
and theories regarding student engagement. These theories are relevant to the study of
academic outcomes associated with student veterans’ engagement with an aspect of the
campus environment that has been dedicated for their support.
In Astin’s I-E-O model, student outcomes are affected by the input and the
environment (i.e., college programs, people, policies, cultures) (Astin, 1970; Hamrick &
Rumann, 2013; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Astin describes the student inputs as the
social experiences, demographic background, life experiences, skills, aptitude, values,
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and academic and personal potential with which a student enters the college environment.
Astin describes the college environment as the characteristics of the institution that can
affect students, such as the policies, people, facilities, academic programs, student
associations, teaching approaches, and support programs. Although Jenner (2017) argues
that the applicability of the I-E-O model to student veterans is less than that to traditional
students because student veterans’ education is interrupted by their military service, one
can argue that it is merely the input that is different in this case. Tinto (1993)
acknowledges that significant maturation occurs in individuals between the ages of 18-20
whether or not they are attending a postsecondary educational institution and that some of
the impact of postsecondary education could be less for students that are first attending
college at older ages.
Tinto provides a similar but more comprehensive model regarding student success
that is specific to retention (Hamrick & Rumann, 2013; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993). Like Astin (1970), Tinto (1975) acknowledges that attributes
with which a student enters college contribute to his/her academic outcomes. Using a
model that focuses on the student decision to stay or leave college, Tinto (1993) states
that retention, learning, and engagement are affected by student experiences after
entering an institution. That is, students are affected by their experience at the institution
in formal ways, such as grade achievement and extracurricular activities, and in informal
ways such as interactions with peers or faculty and staff. In the case of student
subcultures or marginalized populations, Tinto (1993) states that students’ decisions to
stay in college are affected by their ability to connect with a campus community, even if
not the majority community, to develop a sense of belonging and institutional
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commitment. Similarly, Astin (1993) found that “investment in student services is a
more critical environmental factor than the investment in instruction” (p. 331) and has a
positive effect on critical thinking skills and degree completion. Astin also stated that
peer interaction is positively associated with GPA and academic development. In
relation to Tinto’s model, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) stated that “rewarding
encounters with formal and informal academic and social systems of the institution
presumably lead to greater student integration in these systems and thus to persistence”
(p. 54). That is, the students’ positive and negative experiences affect their academic and
social integration, which influence their commitment to the goal of completing college.
Under Tinto’s (1975, 1993) model of student departure and Astin’s (1970) I-E-O
model, student outcomes are the result of the qualities that students possess when they
enroll and the effect of the college environment. These theories serve as a suitable
conceptual framework for studying how a veterans center, which is an aspect of a college
environment, and its utilization by student veterans are related to GPA, which is one
measure of academic achievement. However, as noted by both authors, student
engagement with the college environment is an important factor in student success.
Merely having a favorable environment is not enough.
Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005) wrote that academic support enhances
student success when students are engaged in the support available. Student engagement
can be defined as “the amount of time and effort students put into their studies and other
activities that lead to the experiences and outcomes that constitute student success “(Kuh
et al., 2005, p. 9). Acknowledging that academic preparation, talent, and motivation are
the best predictors of student graduation, the authors state that what students do at
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institutions affects learning and persistence more than who they are or the institution they
attend. In their review of existing literature, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that
student engagement in academic and social areas, including advising, counseling,
athletics, faculty and peer interaction, has a positive effect on learning, persistence, and
graduation. Using NSSE data, Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and Gonyea (2008) found that
student engagement was positively associated with GPA. Similarly, Schreiber and Yu
(2016) found a positive relationship between student engagement and academic
performance. Kuh et al. (2005) note that high-quality support services can be particularly
effective for students with disabilities or first-generation students. Clearly, engagement
has an effect for many kinds of students.
As noted earlier, students who perceive academic need seek help (Karabenick &
Knapp, 1991). Ames and Lau (1982) found that academic help-seeking behavior is
related to a students’ prior achievement and perceived utility of resources. Although
academic help-seeking was the specific focus of these studies, veterans centers often
provide academic help and other resources that students can utilize in support of their
academic success. Thus, student veterans having academic difficulties would potentially
utilize a veterans center if they recognize it as a learning resource. However, helpseeking behavior can be different in the veteran population.
In discussing military culture, Hall (2010) explains the importance of stoicism,
honor, and sacrifice in the military. Military personnel are expected to uphold the honor
of the unit, to maintain the appearance of stability and strength, and to overcome hardship
on their own, while putting the mission and unit above themselves. Although stated in
the context of social support, Pease, Billera, and Gerard (2016) stated that these aspects
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of military culture could contribute to veterans’ reluctance to seek assistance because
veterans believe that seeking help is a sign of weakness and that it makes one a burden to
others. Thus, one can see how student veterans might be reluctant to seek help because
they perceive it as a demonstration of weakness or as an act that will expend resources
that could be utilized by others.
The help-seeking behavior of female student veterans is influenced by genderrelated pressures experienced while serving in the military. Their behavior may also be
different than that of nonveteran female students. DiRamio, Javis, Iverson, Seher, and
Anderson (2015) conducted a mixed methods study of female student veterans’
psychological and academic help-seeking attitudes. Although nonveteran female students
have more positive attitudes towards help-seeking than males, DiRamio et al. (2015)
found no statistically significant differences in the attitudes of male and female stuend
veterans. Following interviews with some of the study participants, they identified that
some of the female veterans felt the need to uphold standards for women in a maledominated organization, some of them felt unworthy of resources because they had not
been in combat, and some felt the need to not appear weak, which was common in both
male and female service members’ attitudes. Furthermore, Lighthall (2012) points out
that female service members often do not seek help for the effects of sexual harassment
or assault until they are home from deployments or out of the military, if at all. Simply
stated, female student veterans are less likely to seek help than nonveteran female
students, and they often do not reveal their difficult experiences and the associated
effects.
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In the context of this case study, the environment in which veterans study includes
centralized services and resources tailored and dedicated to their needs, and student
veteran engagement focuses on their utilization of veterans centers that are theorized to
meet their unique needs and support their academic success through such activities as
counseling, advocacy, advising, referral to services, and social activities.
Student Veteran “Input”
Student veterans can be much different than traditional students, defined as those
who enter higher education full-time immediately following high school, depend on their
parents for financial support, and do not work or work only part-time while in school
(Berkner, He, & Cataldi, 2002). Often obvious from their more mature appearance, those
veterans who serve on active duty following high school will enter college at an older age
than traditional students. However, less discernable demographic differences are
common, and some of them are associated with greater risk of non-completion of degree
programs.
A broad range of factors applicable to veteran and nonveteran student success has
been identified in recent research. Berkner, He, and Cataldi (2002), using the 1996/01
Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study from the NCES, identified key
risk factors associated with postsecondary student degree completion: part-time
enrollment, delaying entry into postsecondary education, not having a regular high school
diploma, having children, being a single parent, being financially independent of parents,
and working full-time while enrolled (p. ix). They identify the first two factors, part-time
and delayed enrollment, as the most critical. Data from the NSSE (2010) indicated that,
compared to nonveteran students, student veterans are more likely to be first-generation
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students, which is a significant risk factor as noted by Ford and Vignare (2014). These
risk factors are relevant to all postsecondary students, but differences associated with
these factors have been found between veteran and nonveteran students.
Using the risk factors identified by the Department of Education (2015), Molina
and Morse (2015) examined the relationship between student veterans and these factors:
delayed college enrollment, no high school diploma, part-time college enrollment,
financial independence from parents, having dependents, single parent status, and fulltime work while in college (p. 15). They found that more than 60% of active duty, 44%
of veterans, 37% of reservists, and 30% of National Guard members who were
undergraduates had at least four risk factors (p. vii). That is, not only are most student
veterans associated with factors known to put degree completion at risk, most of them are
associated with many of them at once. These are factors that can be applicable to veteran
and nonveteran students, but many student veterans encounter additional challenges
stemming from military service.
DiRamio, Ackerman, and Mitchell (2008) note that wars are “life-changing to
those who participate in them” (p. 73). Some additional and significant risk factors are
more common in student veterans than nonveterans and even more prevalent in combat
veterans. Data from the NSSE (2010) indicate that 44% of student veterans had been in
combat and that combat veterans were twice as likely to report a disability. Although
only 4.9% of undergraduates are student veterans (Molina & Morse, 2015), they make up
7% of undergraduate students with disabilities (Snyder & Dillow, 2015). Stiglitz and
Bilmes (as cited by Church, 2009) stated that an estimated 40% of U.S. troops deployed
in the Global War on Terror will eventually apply for disability benefits. Given the
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continued influx of student veterans into higher education, postsecondary institutions will
continue to see veterans with disabilities.
Church (2009) describes a broad range of war-related injuries of which the
“signature cause” is blasts from improvised explosive devices: physical injuries such as
burns, amputations, and orthopedic injuries; operational stress and mental health injuries;
and traumatic brain injuries (TBIs) (p. 44). Church states that physical injuries, including
amputation and spinal cord injuries, can produce physical dexterity challenges that
interfere with the ability to complete assignments, inability to sit or stand for long periods
of time in the classroom, or other mobility challenges, and that sensory impairments can
include difficulty hearing discussions, seeing presentations, and accessing electronic
materials. According to Singh (2013), TBIs, which are caused by injuries to the head,
can affect brain functioning and have social, emotional, physical, and mental impact.
Singh also states that TBI is often associated with depression, anger, anxiety, substance
abuse, and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). PTSD, which stems from exposure to
trauma such as witnessing death or experiencing injury, sexual assault, and other adverse
events, can produce symptoms including avoidance of related situations and settings,
negative feelings and beliefs, hypervigilance, or reliving the trauma (APA, 2013). Moral
injury, which can be described as the emotional damage to one’s conscience resulting
from committing or witnessing acts that challenge one’s values or expectations, can
produce PTSD (Bartzak, 2015). Church (2009) noted that TBI and PTSD can create
challenges with judgment, attention, concentration, hearing, vision, motor skills, impulse
control, depression, fatigue, irritability, and more (p. 46). Thus, the impacts of TBI,
PTSD, and moral injury could not only impact academic achievement but could also
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inhibit continued development of emotional management skills, identity, or moral
reasoning encompassing social or universal morality, all of which are associated with
college student development (Chickering, 1969; Kohlberg, as cited by Evans et al., 201l).
Unfortunately, many student veterans are unaware of their own mild TBIs (Lighthall,
2012), further complicating their support. Combat can produce mental and physical
effects that create challenges to success for many veterans enrolled in higher education,
and many of these veterans may need specialized and/or a comprehensive suite of
services and support from their postsecondary institutions.
Regarding PTSD, it is important to note that some individuals later experience
posttraumatic growth (PTG), described as “the positive personal changes that some
people report as a result of their attempts to cope with the aftermath of traumatic or
highly stressful events” (Figley, 2012, p. 297). Some of the outcomes associated with
PTG that could enhance student veteran success include development of deeper
relationships, recognition of new paths or possibilities in life, perception of greater
personal strength, and more appreciation of life (Tsai, El-Gabalwy, Sledge, Southwich, &
Pietrzak, 2015).
It is tempting, convenient, and frequently the practice to lump all types of
military-affiliated students into a single group; however, the branch of service and
component in which they have served provide different experiences and pose different
obligations. Student military status while enrolled, in terms of their continuing or
completed military service, also matters. Even the military-to-civilian transition
programs provided by each branch of service differ, so veterans experience their
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immediate transitions from the military differently (DiRamio et al., 2008). This means
that student veteran “inputs” with respect to Astin’s I-E-O model (1970) are different.
The branches of the Armed Forces (or the “services”) from which these students
come differ, as do the experiences and cultures associated with each of the different
services (Brown, 2008). The active and reserve components of the Army, Marines,
Navy, and Air Force were established and are governed by Title 10, U.S. Code. The
Coast Guard was established and is governed by Titles 14 and 10, U.S. Code, and the
National Guard (Army National Guard and Air National Guard) by Titles 32 and 10, U.S.
Code. The active components of the military comprise full-time personnel who are “on
duty” twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Although a very limited number of
them serve full-time, the reserve components and the National Guard mostly comprise
part-time personnel that serve one weekend each month and one two-week training
period each year. Although they are expected to maintain military standards of readiness,
most of their daily lives are spent out of uniform and military life. However, those
serving in the reserves or National Guard can be called up by the President of the United
States or, in the case of the National Guard, by their state’s governor to serve in
temporary active duty status with little advance notice, even if attending college. The
students’ obligations, experiences, levels of immersion, and military commitments thus
vary.
Furthermore, the missions of the branches of the military vary distinctly. For
instance, the Army’s primary mission is to “be organized, trained, and equipped primarily
for prompt and sustained combat incident to operations on land” (10 U.S. Code § 3062).
That is, the Army focuses on ground combat. The Marine Corps mission is primarily “to
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provide fleet marine forces of combined arms, together with supporting air components,
for service with the fleet in the seizure or defense of advanced naval bases and for the
conduct of such land operations as may be essential to the prosecution of a naval
campaign” (10 U.S. Code § 5063). Basically, the Marine Corps focuses on air and
ground operations with a heavy maritime/amphibious element to operations. The Air
Force has a primary mission in offensive and defensive air operations (10 U.S. Code §
8062). The Navy has a mission focused on sea operations worldwide (10 U.S. Code §
5062), and while the Coast Guard also has a maritime operational focus, its mission is
mostly limited to waters under the jurisdiction of the United States (14 U.S. Code § 2).
Mastroianni (2005) describes some of the cultural differences among the services
and between military occupational specialties (MOSs) in the services. For instance, he
notes that the Air Force culture can be differentiated from the other services by its
occupational orientation, in which an individual is motivated by his or her job and selfinterest, rather than one of institutional orientation, in which individuals feel connected to
the values of an organization. He also describes how, in addition to their institutional
orientation, the Army and Marine Corps delegate more decision making to enlisted
personnel and engage them in training and advising officers, whereas Airmen are more
focused on technical tasks, and authority is held at higher levels of the organization.
Mastroianni posits “that the weapons warfighters employ, and the social and cognitive
adaptations engendered by the use of those weapons, might influence leadership culture
more generally….” (p. 78). He explains that the Air Force has the most technical
orientation of the services and that a service’s culture is influenced by its occupational
profile when linked to educational, social, or cultural variables of individuals. Thus,
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service members from the different branches will have experienced environments that
place varying levels of emphasis on and requirements for creative thinking, leadership,
problem solving, and individual responsibility and authority.
Suffice it to say that veterans, by virtue of their chosen branch and component of
the military, the missions their services and units perform, and their MOSs, are likely to
have had markedly different experiences. For instance, a veteran who was a Marine
infantryman on active duty, by virtue of his full-time commitment to service in a combat
arms MOS that has the mission to close with and destroy an enemy (USMC, 1998), is
more likely to have been involved in high risk combat in close proximity to the enemy
than a vehicle maintenance Soldier providing combat support. A veteran who served as a
reservist or member of the National Guard, whose service was predominantly part-time,
could have been called to temporarily serve in a theater of combat, but less frequently, if
at all. Even without combat, the experiences of each service member across branches,
components, and units are different. And certainly, the lives of those who completed
their service and those that continue to serve are different.
Gender differences also exist. In addition to the challenges that all service
members face, Kelly, Nilsson, and Berkel (2013) noted that some women on
deployments felt that they were constantly judged or harassed for being female and that
they can return home with an accumulation of stress that makes readjustment more
difficult. Franklin (2009) notes similar challenges and also states that female veterans
tend to be younger and more educated than male veterans, a greater percent of them are
minorities, and they are more than twice as likely to be homeless as nonveteran women.
The experiences and demographics associated with female service members and veterans,
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in addition to their being subjected to greater instances of sexual harassment and military
sexual trauma, contribute to the need to consider different or supplemental approaches to
supporting female student veterans.
Investigating differences among student veterans is an appropriate application of
the critical quantitative research construct in higher education. Wells and Stage (2015)
point out that American Indians and Alaska Natives, peoples that are greatly different, are
grouped together in research, as are students with different disabilities. Teranishi (2007)
makes the same point regarding the study of Asian Americans as an aggregated sample in
research, despite the significant differences between that population’s subgroups.
Congruent with their arguments, the consolidation of different types of student veterans
into a single group could mask important differences between subgroups of student
veterans, and the associated academic resources needed to best serve them could be
overlooked as a result. Although it is important to understand student veterans more
critically, it is also important to recognize that “student” and “veteran” are only two of
their many intersecting social identities that affect their experiences, attitudes, and
behaviors (Museus & Griffin, 2011). If campuses are to be truly inclusive in their
practices, then an understanding of student veterans as a unique population comprising
diverse subgroups and many intersecting identities is essential to meeting their needs.
The College Environment and Student Veterans
Student veterans represent a distinct and very diverse group (Lighthall, 2012). In
addition to their engagement with the existing campus environment, student veterans
contribute to the campus environment by becoming part of the campus community and
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student population, and in so doing, they contribute to campus diversity. They also
possess characteristics that are valued on campuses.
For instance, student veterans have motivation to complete goals, leadership
skills, work experience, discipline, adaptability, teamwork skills, and a solid work ethic
(Brown & Gross, 2011; Zoli, Maury, & Fay, 2015). These are characteristics that support
academic success. Karp and Klempin (2016) also note that these qualities exist in
veterans, as well as maturity, and add that student veterans “bring in a different
worldview to the classroom and add great value to classroom discussions” (p. 3).
Inclusive practices that welcome different views facilitate the diversity of academic
discussions and ideas in classrooms and on campuses, which are important to learning for
all students.
Active duty enlisted service members, who are less likely to be degreed and who
will eventually become veterans with educational benefits, represent a population that is
significantly more racially diverse than the general nonveteran student population. As
noted earlier, Kim and Cole (2013) found that 71.4% of nonveteran students were white,
but only 59.9% of active duty enlisted service members are white (DoD, 2013). Having
more student veterans on a campus can contribute to greater racial diversity.
Henslin (2013) defines culture as “the language, beliefs, values, norms, behaviors,
and even material objects that are passed from one generation to the next” (p. 36). Under
this definition, veterans represent a group with a distinctive culture. Many components
of military culture are broadly known and tie directly to the definition, including saluting,
rank insignia, military time keeping, “Sir, yes, sir,” and extensive use of acronyms and
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the phonetic alphabet. Combined with their unique life and service experiences, greater
enrollment of student veterans can contribute to greater cultural diversity on campuses.
Higher education institutions are actively working to increase the diversity of
their student populations (Espinosa, Gaertner, & Orfield, 2015) and an influx of student
veterans can support the effort to increase the overall racial and cultural diversity of
campuses.
The college environment is significantly different than the military environment,
and the transition from being a member of the military to college student involves
moving from a working professional to student and, in a social perspective, from an
environment where military identities are widely known and shared to an environment
where they are misunderstood and less known (Jenner, 2017). In the military, service
members operate with clearly defined roles and procedures and develop a close bond in
achieving a shared mission within a common culture; however, the college environment
provides a more loosely defined structure that encourages individuality without a
communal culture. Thus, one might expect the transition from the military to academe to
be significant and challenging.
Regarding veterans’ transition to higher education, literature frequently cites
Schlossberg’s transition theory (Boettcher, Marten, Salmon, Smith, & Taylor, 2017;
DiRamio, Ackerman, & Mitchel, 2008; Ford & Vignare, 2014; Hamrick & Rumann,
2013; Jenner, 2017). DiRamio et al. (citing Schlossberg, Lynch, & Chickering, 2008) use
the model of “Moving In, Moving Through, Moving Out” to explain that transitions can
produce changes in self because they involve a change in relationships, roles, processes,
and beliefs that require an individual to develop strategies for coping with the change and
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dealing with the associated stress. Similarly, Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn
(2010) note that challenges can occur as students make transitions to academic life and as
their identities transition; in this case, they are transitioning from serving in the military
to entering higher education or from identifying as a Soldier, Marine, Sailor, Airman, or
Coast Guardsman to becoming a student. Anderson and Goodman (2014), in applying
Schlossberg’s 4-S (“Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies,” p. 40) model, identify the
“self” in student veterans’ transition as a challenging and significant aspect of the
transition that involves loss of a former self. Moving in to college campuses, figuratively
speaking, represents a significant transition in veterans’ selves and relationships that can
challenge their academic success.
For instance, Junger (2014) describes the military, particularly combat veterans,
as a tribal society that forms intimate bonds which are lost in post-deployment or postmilitary life. Essentially, the veterans can lose a sense of belonging when they leave
military service and their brothers and sisters in arms. Bryan and Heron (2015) stated
that a sense of belonging may protect service members from depression. Depression has
been found to be negatively associated with academic performance (DeRoma, Leach, &
Leverett, 2009). As Bryan, Elder, Naughton-Cassill, Osman, Hernandez, and Allison
(2013) found in a study of military personnel, a sense of belonging is also associated with
daily life functioning, which can have an effect on absenteeism, work performance, and
productivity. A sense of belonging is important not only to the mental health of veterans
but also to their academic performance as well.
Centers supporting college students are numerous and diverse. A brief review of
some universities’ websites revealed centers for women, veterans, students of color,
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international students, counseling, money management, career services, tutoring, health,
recreation, disability, and more. Anecdotally, this finding demonstrates that campuses
are attempting to provide resources that foster a supportive and engaging environment for
students. The establishment of such centers aligns with the theoretical framework of the
present case study and with current research. Astin (1970, 1984) and Tinto (1975)
emphasize the importance of student engagement in learning and retention, and the
centers facilitate engagement and contribute to a supportive campus environment. Such
centers are also consistent with Tinto’s (1999) statement that “…institutions that provide
academic, social, and personal support encourage persistence. Support that is readily
available and connected to other parts of student collegiate experience leads to retention”
(p. 5).
The specific need for centralized centers or dedicated personnel to support student
veterans is widely reported (Boettcher et al., 2017; Cook & Kim, 2009; Hamrick &
Rumann, 2013; Jenner, 2017; Kurzynski, 2014; Petri, Jenson, Day, & Gotto, 2016;
Tinoco, 2014). The reasons for establishing the centers include the need to provide a
central location for information, peer support, culture clash mitigation, and services
tailored to student veterans. In addition to those services, some describe veterans centers
as places that provide study space, lounges, game rooms, referral to outside resources,
camaraderie, tutoring, counseling, mentoring, and a safe space (Francis & Kraus, 2012;
Williams-Klotz & Gansemer-Topf, 2017).
Student Outcomes from Support Centers
Literature supports the argument that positive academic outcomes should result
from centers that offer conveniently centralized services and a sense of community.
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Engagement with faculty and staff and use of support services are factors in student
success, and centralizing staff can assist in increasing student engagement by providing a
“one stop shop.” Faculty and staff engagement (Harrill, Lawton, & Fabianke, 2015) and
student affairs professionals’ engagement (Pomerantz, 2006) with students are key to
improving student outcomes in the higher education learning environment.
Additionally, Grillo and Leist (2013) determined that retention and graduation are
positively related to use of support services such as supplemental instruction and tutoring.
Kot (2013) found that centralized advising was positively associated with GPA and
retention. Cooper (2010) determined that students who frequently utilized a drop-in
tutoring center had greater persistence rates and GPAs than students that did not.
Similarly, Robbins, Allen, Casillas, Akamigbo, Saltonstall, Campbell, Mahoney, and
Gore (2008) found that utilization of academic, recreational, social, and advising
resources were associated with greater GPAs and retention. Providing or facilitating
access to social and academic support services in a centralized location is a key role of a
veterans center.
Although least for those expecting very high or very low grades, help-seeking is
associated with students’ perceived need (Karabenick & Knapp, 1988), so one would
expect students to be more engaged with support resources when they need help.
Regarding student engagement, some studies examined distinct populations and the
relationship between campus support and their academic success. These studies are
relevant because student veterans represent a student population that possesses a
distinctive culture and often includes individuals with unique physical and/or mental
challenges to academic success. In examining the relationship between academic support
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center utilization and academic outcomes for students with learning disabilities, Troiano,
Liefeld, and Trachtenberg (2010) found that greater utilization was associated with higher
GPAs and graduation rates. Amenkhienan and Kogan (2004) found that dedicated
support programs and offices were positively related to academic outcomes for minority
engineering students and that lower GPAs were associated with students less likely to
utilize support. Tachine, Cabrera, and Yellow Bird (2017) determined that having a
Native American center, which is an identity-related space, was an important aspect of
developing a sense of belonging and facilitating social integration among first-year
Native American students. Identity-related centers, such as a veterans center, could
provide a sense of community and belonging, which, as discussed previously, can reduce
depression and associated academic difficulties and can positively influence retention
through social integration (Liu & Liu, 2000). Thus, engaging student veterans by
providing a centralized location for academic, social, and personal support specific to
them would be expected to contribute to positive academic outcomes.
Jenner (2017) states that student veteran co-identity organizations have not been
studied despite nearly two-thirds of campuses having such designated organizations. A
search for peer-refereed articles, particularly empirical research, supported Jenner’s
statement that little or no research exists. However, two reports (Lang, Harriett, & Cadet,
2013; Lang & Powers, 2011) provided information in support of the positive outcomes
associated with centralized offices for student veterans, but the reports did not provide
sufficient evidence of analytical rigor to substantiate the findings. Although the research
cited in this chapter supports the proposition that academic and social support centers are
associated with positive student outcomes and, particularly, greater GPAs and retention
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rates, research specifically related to outcomes associated with centers that support
student veterans is lacking. Also lacking is research on the nature of engagement with
veterans centers as associated with students’ perceived academic need.
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Methodology
Introduction
The present case study examined the relationship between student veteran
utilization of centralized veteran-focused services, with utilization operationalized as
visits to a veterans center, and the academic outcome GPA, with the expectation that
utilization and GPA will not only be associated, but that visits will be positively
associated with GPA. As discussed, student veterans’ “inputs” differ as a result of
variations in their military experiences; therefore, the present study also examined the
relationship between the academic outcome cumulative GPA and the student veterans’
service branch, component, status, and gender. In examining these relationships, this
case study attempted to answer these research questions:
RQ1: What is the influence of utilizing a campus veterans center on student
veterans’ academic success?
RQ2: What is the influence of academic need on student veterans’ utilization
of a campus veterans center?
RQ3: Are differences in student veterans’ GPAs associated with their branch
of service, component, status, and gender?
RQ4: Are differences in student veterans’ utilization of a campus veterans
center associated with gender?
The study examined the relationship between utilization and GPA with the following
hypotheses related to RQ1 and RQ2:
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H1: Student veteran utilization of a campus veterans support center will be
positively associated with greater GPA after controlling for a range of input
covariates.
H2: The frequency of student veteran utilization of a campus veterans support
center will be associated with semester GPA after controlling for prior
academic achievement.
The study examined the relationship between GPA and type of student veteran with the
following hypotheses related to RQ3:
H3: Student veterans’ cumulative GPAs will be associated with their service
branch, component, or status.
H4: Interaction effects for service branch, component, and status will exist.
H5: Student veterans’ cumulative GPAs will differ by gender.
The study examined the relationship between GPA and type of student veteran with the
following hypotheses related to RQ4:
H6: The frequency of student veteran utilization of a campus veterans support
center will differ by gender.
Research Design
Case studies examine “a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context,
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly
evident” (Yin, 1981, p. 59). Case studies are also appropriate when there are many more
variables concerned than can be collected (Yin, 2003). Case study research design is also
suitable for “small-N” research (Blatter & Haverland, 2012). The present study
encompassed a small population of student veterans at a single institution, in the actual
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and current context of student engagement with a center, and without the ability to
control or account for the multitude of external campus environmental factors, such as
instructor effectiveness, class proximity to the center, and available study groups with
which student veterans can engage.
This case study comprised quantitative research and a nonexperimental short-term
longitudinal design. This design was selected over an experimental design because
manipulating variables would have required that some students be denied access to
support services in order to determine the associated effect on GPAs. Data were
collected in three ways: accessing student records, accessing veterans center visitation
records, and conducting a survey.
Case Study Setting and Population
The researcher used an accessible population which comprised a subset of
undergraduate students at a large, public, and predominantly-white R1 Carnegie (n.d.)
classified institution in the western United States. This subset included 425 current and
former undergraduate students identified as non-dependent (not spouses or children)
military-affiliated students (veterans, active duty, reserves, or National Guard) who
attended the university in both the Fall 2017 and Spring 2018 semesters. This period
permitted the collection of pre- and post-semester GPA data associated with visit records
for the Spring 2018 semester.
The veterans center at the university comprises a 2,200 ft2 suite in the student
union building. It houses two center personnel (Director and Administrative Assistant),
two Registrar’s personnel who verify student veteran enrollment to the VA (School
Certifying Officers), one part-time VA mental health counselor who also facilitates

34
veterans’ access to other VA health services, a VA Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor,
a part-time peer mentor, and a part-time Career Coach who provides employment
assistance to students. The center offers free coffee and other refreshments, a lounge, a
conference room/study area, free tutoring vouchers, free printing through a 4-station
computer lab that also has Common Access Card readers to allow service members to
access military email and websites, and periodic veteran-oriented social, educational, and
employment events. The center is intended to provide a “one stop shop” for services,
support, advocacy, and camaraderie.
Data Collection
After receiving Institutional Review Board approvals and participant informed
consent, data were collected by requesting student records, accessing veterans center
visitation records, and conducting a survey. Variables collected are discussed in the
section that follows.
The data required from student records are maintained in the registrar’s database
and, for student veterans, are also provided to the researcher each semester in support of
his duties at the university; however, only the data for which informed consent was
received were used for the present study.
Visit records are kept in an electronic file maintained by the researcher. Upon
entering the center, students check in using tablets that collect the student university
identification (UID) and record the date and time. Although the tablets are placed at the
entrance, students have the ability to enter without checking in, so 100% of visits might
not be recorded. Visit records for students who provided consent were collected by
accessing the visit database.
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Participants were solicited via email with the content provided in Appendix A,
which included a link to a web-based survey that contained the informed consent
information in Appendix B and survey instrument in Appendix C. Additional email
reminders were sent to the students each week for three weeks, for a total of four emails.
As incentive, students who completed the survey were entered into a drawing for one of
four $25 gift cards. For the survey, consenting respondents were asked to provide
responses relating to UID, status, branch of service, component, academic
accommodations, and VA-documented service-connected disabilities.
Sample
Of the 425 students solicited for participation in the research, 111 students
responded, providing a response rate of 26.1%. Three students who served/serve as
commissioned officers were removed from the analysis. Most commissioned officers
have earned a bachelor’s degree. The three cases were continuing education students not
seeking degrees, which supports the possibility that they are already degreed, so
including them in the data would likely introduce cases that are not comparable to the
other 108 students who come from the enlisted ranks and are seeking degrees.
In their discussion of multiple regression, Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) stated
that a low ratio of cases to independent variables can produce “perfect – and
meaningless” results, and they recommended at least 10 cases per independent variable
(p. 123). However, Austin and Steyerberg (2015) argued that 10 cases or events per
independent variable is not necessary and found that as few as two subjects per variable
are sufficient for regression analyses, provided researchers use adjusted R2 (coefficient of
determination) estimates. Favoring the conservative approach, some of the variables
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were consolidated in order to reduce the total number of independent variables and
increase the number of occurrences of cases for each variable. Specifically, major was
consolidated into two categories: Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics
(STEM) and non-STEM. For component, the National Guard and reserves were
combined, given that their part-time duty requirements are very similar. Some ethnicities
comprised a single case, so the variable was combined into three categories:
Hispanic/Latino, White, and Other. The last category comprised African American/
Black, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and Asian.
For fall cumulative GPA (CGPA), M = 3.40, SD = .39, and for spring semester
GPA, M = 3.21, SD = .87. The mean difference between spring GPA and fall CGPA was
M = -.19, SD = .76, indicating that mean spring semester GPAs were less than mean fall
CGPAs. The differences ranged from 1.4 to -3.15.
For spring semester visits to the center, M = 11.83. The maximum number of
visits was 238 and the minimum was 0. For the number of different days that each
respondent visited the center, M = 8.28, with a maximum count of 75 and a minimum of
0. The total number of visits for the included sample was 1,278, and the total count of
different days each respondent visited was 894 (N = 108). Standard deviations for these
data are not provided because the distributions were found to be substantially different
than normal, as indicated in Figure 1.
Table 1 provides the fall cumulative GPAs and spring semester GPAs for each
type of veteran and disability status. The majority of the respondents were veterans who
completed their military obligation (80.6%), serve or served on active duty (77.8%),
serve or served in the Army (34.3%), and left the military with or currently hold a junior
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enlisted rank (82.4%). No students from the Coast Guard participated. Nearly half of the
respondents (47.2%) indicated that they have a service-connected disability documented
by the Department of Veterans Affairs.
Table 1
Type of student veteran, fall cumulative GPA, and spring GPA
Fall CGPA
Type of Veteran
N
M
SD
Status
Veteran
87
3.44
.39
Still serving
21
3.25
.34
Component
Active
84
3.41
.40
Reserves/National Guard
24
3.38
.37
Branch
Army
37
3.35
.41
Marine Corps
24
3.44
.38
Navy
21
3.51
.38
Air Force
26
3.34
.38
Rank
Junior enlisted (E1-E5)
89
3.41
.39
Senior enlisted (E6-E9)
19
3.36
.38
Service-connected disability
No
57
3.47
.39
Yes
51
3.32
.37

Spring GPA
M
SD
3.29
2.89

.09
.20

3.22
3.17

.10
.17

3.20
3.13
3.40
3.14

.14
.17
.16
.20

3.18
3.35

.10
.15

3.25
3.16

.12
.12

Only 20 (18.5%) of respondents receive academic accommodations for some
reason. Among the 16 receiving accommodations who also have a service-connected
disability (SCD), half (n = 8) receive accommodations for the SCD. Of the 35 students
who have an SCD but do not receive accommodations for it, 37.1% somewhat or strongly
agree (n = 13) with the statement that he/she should could qualify for academic
accommodations for the disability, and 31.4% (n = 11) somewhat or strongly disagree.
Table 2 provides frequencies of gender, ethnicity, and academic major (STEM or
non-STEM) for the respondents.
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Table 2
Frequencies of major, gender, and ethnicities
N
Major
STEM
Non-STEM
Gender
Male
Female
Ethnicity
White
Hispanic/Latino
Othera
a

37
71
88
20
82
13
13

American Indian/Alaskan Native, African American/Black, and Asian

Variables and Coding
The variables collected are listed in Table 3, which defines dependent variables,
independent variables, and control variables and their sources.
The survey instrument in Appendix C was created by the researcher and modified
for clarity after being reviewed by a small group of students. The GPAs and visit counts
were coded as the numeric values collected. The categorical values were dummy coded,
as necessary. Before consolidating majors into STEM and non-STEM, major was
initially coded into values under each respective academic college, such as a Bachelor of
Science in Sociology coded as College of Social and Behavioral Science, PreChemistry/Chemistry as College of Science, and foreign languages as College of
Humanities. Doing so reduced the list of possible majors from more than 150 to the 14
colleges under which the majors fall. Because it is one of the more popular majors at the
institution, Engineering was intended to be used as the reference group for dummy
coding. Army, “no longer serving,” and active duty were the reference groups for the
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Table 3
Variables
Variable

Code

Description

Source

Spring 2018
GPA

SGPA

This DV is the mean of the student’s academic achievement (grades) for
courses taken in the Spring 2018 semester. The GPA uses a scale from 0 to 4
to represent academic achievement. On the scale, a 4 represents the greatest
level of achievement and the equivalent of the letter grade “A,” and a 0
represents failure and the equivalent of the letter grade “F.”

University
records.

Center Visits

VIS

This IV represents the total number of recorded visits to the veterans center for
each student during the Spring 2018. Each record includes the date and time of
the visit.

Veterans
center
records.

Fall 2017 CGPA

FCGPA

The cumulative GPA is the mean of the student’s academic achievement
(grades) for all courses taken at the university through the Fall 2017 semester.
This cumulative GPA does not include grades from previous institutions. It
uses a scale from 0 to 4 to represent academic achievement. On the scale, a 4
represents the greatest level of achievement and the equivalent of the letter
grade “A,” and a 0 represents failure and the equivalent of the letter grade “F.”

University
records.

Academic Major

MAJ

This CV refers to the student’s academic major or course of study. College
major is included because it is related to GPA; science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) majors and courses are associated with lower
GPAs than non-STEM majors (Conger & Long, 2010; Voyer & Voyer, 2014).

University
records.

Accommodations
for disability

ACCDIS

This CV represents whether or not the student has a service-connected
disability documented by the VA that required academic accommodations.

Selfreported.

Believes
Qualified for
Accommodations

QUAL

For students who have a service-connected disability but no academic
accommodations, this measures the student’s agreement with the statement that
he/she would qualify for accommodations. The variable is measured on a
Likert scale with 1 representing strong agreement and 5 representing strong
disagreement.

Selfreported.

Branch of
Service

SVC

This is the branch of service in which the student most recently served or
serves while enrolled at the university: Army (including Army National
Guard), Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force (including Air National Guard), or
Coast Guard. This variable will be a CV for the regression and an IV for the
ANOVA.

Selfreported.

Component

COMP

This is the component of the branch of service in which the student served or
serves while enrolled at the university: active duty, reserves, or National
Guard. This variable will be a CV for the regression and an IV for the
ANOVA.

Selfreported.

Credit Hours

CREDITS

This CV is the number of credit hours the student took during the spring
semester. Credit hours are positively related to GPA, while difficult classes
tend to be negatively related to GPA (Szafran, 2001).

University
records.

Disability

DIS

This represents the student's having a service-connected disability document by
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).

Selfreported.

Ethnicity

ETH

This CV represents the student’s reported ethnicity. Cases with missing values
will be excluded listwise. Ethnicity is included because it is also related to
GPA (Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & Oh, 2008; Conger & Long, 2010; Voyer &
Voyer, 2014).

University
records.

Gender

GEN

This CV represents the student’s reported gender. Gender is included because
it is related to GPA; females have been found to have higher GPAs than males,
particularly in non-STEM courses (Conger & Long, 2010; Voyer & Voyer,
2014).

University
records.

Rank

RANK

This CV is the last pay grade (rank) held by the student.

Status

STAT

This represents the student’s military status as still serving in the military or no
longer serving (discharged or retired) while enrolled at the university. This
variable will be a CV for the regression and an IV for the ANOVA.

Selfreported.
Selfreported.

Student Number

UID

This is a unique student identification number assigned to each student by the
university. It will be used to match university records with self-reported data.

University
records and
self-reported.
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service, status, and component coding. Using a spreadsheet, the data from the three
sources were consolidated and matched by UID. In order to further safeguard personal
identifiable information and increase the confidentiality of the student data collected,
UIDs were replaced with other nominal values after the data were matched.
Analyses and Tests of Assumptions
The data were analyzed with IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) version 24. The data were planned to be analyzed using Ordinary Least Squares
(OLS) regression analysis in order to examine the degree to which spring cumulative
GPA can be predicted by the number of visits to the veterans center. OLS regression was
chosen over correlation because there is a predicted direction of the relationship (Morgan,
Gliner, & Harmon, 2006). Because there is interest in and a predicted effect of visits on
GPA, a hierarchical regression was planned, controlling for the identified variables, as
recommended by Gliner, Morgan, and Leech (2009). Specifically, the regression was
planned to be conducted using three models. Model 1 was intended to include all of the
variables except the fall cumulative GPA and visits. Model 2 would add fall cumulative
GPA as the second step of the regression. Model 3 would add visits in the last step of the
regression. This way, the multiple correlation coefficient (R) and coefficient of
determination (R2) of the first set of variables could be determined, then R2 would be
determined with the inclusion of fall cumulative GPA in the model, and then the number
of visits would be included into the model. The fall and spring cumulative GPAs are
measures of the same variable at two different times and, as such, may be closely related.
Given that fall cumulative GPA is likely to be a significant addition to the model,
including it in a separate step would have provided more understanding of the
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relationship of the dependent variable to the control and independent variables.
However, spring cumulative GPA data were not normal. Transforming the data was
attempted, as suggested by Field (2009) and Morgan et al. (2009), but did not produce
data that were normally distributed; therefore, spring GPA was selected as a reasonable
alternative dependent variable. This was a logical alternative, given that spring
cumulative GPA variance would be directly related to spring semester GPAs and the
semester GPA could be compared to previous academic achievement.
Prior to conducting the regression, tests of assumptions were conducted on spring
GPA. The data were not normal, so a series of transformations were conducted to create
a dependent variable with a normal distribution. The logarithm of the reflected spring
GPA (4 – SGPA) produced a normal distribution as indicated by non-significant results
of the Kolmogorov-Smirnova and Shapiro-Wilk tests (p > .05). This transformation
resulted in the loss of 14 cases for which a logarithmic value could not be calculated.
These were the cases for which each respondent’s spring GPA was 4.0. Given that the
spring GPA was transformed logarithmically, visits were also transformed using a
logarithm. This was performed for consistency of the treatment of the two key scales and
to reduce the effect of extremes. However, the transformation resulted in the loss of 46
cases, which was considered too many cases to omit from the study, so other methods
were considered.
Subsequently, the difference between spring GPA and fall cumulative GPA was
examined. The resulting data were not normally distributed, so possible outliers were
considered. In fourteen cases, the difference between spring GPA and fall cumulative
GPA was more than one letter grade (1.0). Of the fourteen, there were two cases in
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which the student’s spring GPA was more than a letter grade greater than the fall
cumulative GPA. In one case, the student had been hospitalized for more than 30 days
and failed all courses in the previous semester, and in both cases, the students changed
their majors to less rigorous (non-STEM) disciplines. There were ten cases for which the
student’s spring GPA was at least a letter grade less than his/her fall cumulative GPA. In
eight of these cases, clear reasons for their sizably decreased academic performance
could be identified. Reasons included withdrawal mid-semester, significant family or
personal problems, taking STEM courses online for the first time, and returning to the
university after more than two decades with academic achievement that was much worse
than during the student’s earlier period of attendance. All fourteen cases were removed,
and the resulting Kolmogorov-Smirnova and Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated the remaining
data for the 94 cases were normally distributed. This also eliminated the need to
transform any of the data. The planned regression was modified to include only two
steps because the step introducing fall cumulative GPA was no longer required. The first
model in the regression remained the same. The second model introduced visits to the
center as the independent variable.
The range of total visits was 238, and 46 students did not visit the center during
the semester. To reduce the effect of extremes in visit data, which comprised the total
number of visits to the center in the semester, daily visits were selected as the
independent variable over total visits. Daily visits comprised the number of different
days that a student visited the center, without counting multiple visits in a single day.
Using daily visits reduced the range of visits to 75 and the variance from s2 = 1003.32 for
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total visits to s2 = 283.81 for daily visits. Table 4 contains the resulting dependent and
independent variables.
Table 4
Description of independent and dependent variables used in the regression
Variables
M
SD
Difference between spring GPA and fall cumulative GPA
-0.003
0.04
Daily visits
7.940
1.74
Note: N = 94
The model summary was examined to determine the parameter estimates for each
variable in the model. The F-ratio and its significance were examined to determine the fit
of the model. Plots related to the standardized residuals against standardized predicted
values were planned to verify homoscedasticity, and histograms of standardized residuals
were planned to verify they were normally distributed. The analysis of variance
(ANOVA) table was reviewed to determine the overall fit of the model. The collinearity
diagnostics and correlations table were planned to be reviewed to determine if substantial
multicollinearity existed, but were found to be unnecessary based on the overall fit of the
model. Subsequent regression analyses using data with minimized extremes for visits
and daily visits, such as adjustments of extremes to three, two, or one standard deviation
from the mean did not provide significant findings.
A subsequent analysis was conducted to address the second research question,
examining how frequency of visits are associated with changes in GPA. That is, the
effect of GPA change (spring GPA minus fall cumulative GPA) on daily visits was
explored using visits as the dependent variable. The Kolmogorov-Smirnova and ShapiroWilk tests were significant (p < .01), indicating that the visit data were not normal, ruling
out parametric tests. As shown in Figure 1, the data were positively skewed and kurtotic.
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Figure 1. Histogram of daily visits.
Cooper and Weekes (1989) state that distributions such as this are common in
count data and state that the ratio of mean to variance can be used to determine if a
distribution is Poisson, binomial, or negative binomial. For daily visits, the mean M =
8.28 and variance s2 = 283.81. The ratio of the values is .03, indicating a negative
binomial distribution, according to the authors. Additionally, when a Poisson regression
was conducted, the ratio of Pearson chi-square (χ ) and degrees of freedom (df) was
2

34.85, indicating over-dispersion (Field, 2009), which is a characteristic of a negative
binomial distribution (Norusis, 2012). Therefore, a negative binomial with log link
regression was conducted following procedures provided by Kremelberg (2011) and
Norusis (2012) with daily visits as the dependent variable and the difference between
spring GPA and fall cumulative GPA, excluding the previously noted outliers, as the
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independent variable (covariate for SPSS in this procedure). Fit of the model was
examined and parameter estimates were determined. A second negative binomial
regression was conducted using increase or decrease of GPA (spring GPA minus fall
cumulative GPA) as a dichotomous independent variable and the daily visits as the
dependent variable.
To explore the disaggregation of the types of student veterans and test the
hypotheses that variations in cumulative GPA are associated with student veteran branch,
component, or status, and with interactions of these variables, an independent three-way
factorial ANOVA with spring CGPA as the dependent variable and branch of service,
status, and component as the three independent variables was planned; this approach is
suggested by Morgan, Gliner, and Harmon (2006). The analysis was planned to be
executed using procedures outlined by Field (2009).
Before executing the ANOVA, the normality of the distribution for spring
cumulative GPA was tested. The data were negatively skewed and kurtotic, so a series of
transformations was conducted in an effort to achieve normality. However, obtaining a
normal distribution proved impossible. Spring cumulative GPA had been selected for the
ANOVA to incorporate as many semesters as possible, extending the data longitudinally.
However, given that the fall cumulative CGPA is the same measure from one semester
earlier, it was selected as an alternative for the ANOVA. The normality of the fall
cumulative GPA data was determined. The data were also negatively skewed and
kurtotic, so a series of transformations was conducted. The logarithm of 5 minus the fall
CGPA (5-FCGPA) created a normal distribution, as indicated by non-significant (p > .05)
results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnova and Shapiro-Wilk tests that were conducted. The
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fall cumulative GPA may have worked better because spring data might have been
influenced by some of the outliers; however, inclusion of more cases by using the fall
data seemed a better alternative than potentially removing cases for the sake of extending
the data longitudinally by a single semester.
Using the logarithm of 5-FCGPA as the dependent variable, the factorial (3-way)
ANOVA was performed using component (active duty or reserve/Guard), branch of
service, and status (veteran or still serving) as the independent variables. Levene’s test
was conducted and found not significant, with F(13,94) = 1.149, p > .05, indicating the
assumption of homogeneity of variance was met with the transformed data.
The test of between-subjects effects was reviewed to identify the independent
variables that have a significant effect on fall cumulative GPA as well as any interactions
between independent variables that have an effect. Graphs of interactions were not
plotted because interactions were not indicated. To compare differences between each
group’s mean, post hoc Bonferroni and Ryan, Einot, Gabriel, and Welsch Q (REGWQ)
tests were conducted.
To examine cumulative GPA differences between male and female student
veterans, an independent t-test was conducted using the logarithm of 5-FCGPA. To
examine gender differences for frequency of visits, a Mann-Whitney test was conducted
because visit data were not normally distributed nor could the data be transformed into a
normal distribution.
Limitations
There are multiple limitations of this case study. As Gliner et al. (2009) indicate,
external validity is greatly affected by the process through which the sample is selected.
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In this case, the sample population was drawn from a single institution. Students might
choose different institutions for different reasons. Every institution varies in size and
location, and the resources offered through each veterans center can vary, so the effect of
engagement with a center and the impetus for individual engagement may vary from
institution to institution. Additional research at multiple institutions would bolster the
external validity and confidence in the findings of this case study. Additionally, student
academic achievement (GPAs) could be affected by multiple factors, including the
quality of instruction, repeated enrollment in a course, or personal factors such as illness
or employment. Thus, the results of the study might not generalize to all students and
centers unless a much larger and multi-institutional study can be conducted to confirm
the results. A greater population would also increase statistical power, number of
independent variables that can be included, and identification of effects (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2007). These limitations are not unusual with case studies, which typically
support generalization of theoretical concepts rather than supporting generalization of
findings to populations (Yin, 2003, 2013).
This case study utilized a longitudinal design primarily encompassing a single
semester. The rigor of classes can vary from semester to semester, as can student
experiences, but the influence of long-term utilization of a center across multiple
semesters is not addressed by the study. The number of visits to the center was utilized
without regard to the reason for each visit, when a students’ specific reasons for visiting
may have had an influence on their academic outcome. Finally, the researcher chose
GPA as the measure of academic success, when other measures, such as retention and
graduation, are also meaningful.
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Results
This chapter provides the results of all analyses. The first section discusses the
results of the regression that examined the effect of visits on GPA. The second section
discusses the results of the regressions that examined how GPA affects frequency of
visits. The third section discusses the results of the factorial ANOVA conducted to
examine differences in academic achievement, as measured by cumulative GPA, for
different types of veterans. The final section discusses the results of the t-test and MannWhitney tests of differences in cumulative GPA and visits by gender.
Ordinary Least Squares Regression
The ordinary least squares hierarchical regression was conducted with the
difference between spring GPA and fall cumulative GPA as the dependent variable.
Control variables in the first block of the regression were status, major, and
accommodations (receiving or not), and number of credits taken in the spring semester.
Daily visits was entered in the next step as the independent variable. No significant
results were found for either step. Table 5 provides the model summary.
Table 5
Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting difference in
spring GPA from fall cumulative GPA
Model 1
Model 2
Variables
B
SE
β
B
SE
β
Still Serving
-0.05
0.10 -0.05 -0.05
0.10 -0.05
Credits taken in spring
-0.01
0.01 -0.07 -0.01
0.01 -0.05
Not STEM
0.08
0.08
0.09
0.05
0.09 0.07
Received academic accommodations
-0.12
0.11 -0.12 -0.11
0.11 -0.10
Daily visits
-0.00
0.00 -0.12
2
R
0.03
0.04
2
F for change in R
0.59
1.08
Note: p > .05 for each result.
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This regression was conducted to test the hypothesis:
H1: Student veteran utilization of a campus veterans support center will be
positively associated with greater GPA after controlling for a range of input
covariates.
The results of the regression did not support nor contradict the hypothesis.
Negative Binomial Regressions with Log Link
The results of the negative binomial regression with log link examining the effect
of change in GPA on visit frequency was conducted using daily visits as the dependent
2

variable. A significant overall goodness of fit was indicated by Pearson χ (92) = 378.47,
2

p < .001. The likelihood ratio chi-square was significant, χ (1) = 7.55, p < .01, which
supports the hypothesis that change in GPA and visits are related.
The parameter estimates can be found in Table 6, as well as the converted
2

coefficients (eB) (Kremelberg, 2011). The Wald test supported the fit of the model, χ (1)
= 7.45, p < .01, and as indicated in the table, a change in GPA of 1.0 (one letter grade)
decreases the estimated number of daily visits during a semester by a factor of .45.
Table 6
Negative binomial log link regression parameter estimates for difference in spring GPA
from fall cumulative GPA as a predictor of daily visits
95% Wald
CI
Hypothesis Test
2
Parameter
B SE LB UB Wald χ df
p
Spring GPA minus fall cumulative GPA
-.79 .29 -1.35 -.22
7.45 1 .006
Spring GPA minus fall cumulative GPA
.45
.26 .80
(converted)
Note: N = 94
In a similar analysis, a negative binomial with log link regression was conducted
with a dichotomous independent variable representing those whose GPA increased or
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decreased (positive or negative difference between spring GPA and fall cumulative GPA)
and daily visits as the dependent variable. Again, the results indicated a significant
2

goodness of fit, with Pearson χ (103) = 360.54, p < .001. The likelihood ratio chi-square
2

was significant, χ (1) = 6.45, p < .05. The parameter estimates can be found in Table 7,
2

as well as the converted coefficients. The Wald test supported the fit of the model, χ (1)
= 6.56, p < .05, and as indicated in the table, the estimated average number of daily visits
to the center for a student whose GPA decreases is 1.70 times that of a student whose
GPA increases.
These regressions were conducted to test the hypothesis:
H2: The frequency of student veteran utilization of a campus veterans support
center will be associated with semester GPA after controlling for prior academic
achievement.
The results of the regressions supported the hypothesis by indicating that a change in
academic achievement, as measured by semester GPA compared to prior cumulative
GPA, is related to visits. Specifically, the results suggest that students with decreasing
GPAs are more likely to visit a veterans support center than those whose GPAs are
increasing.

Table 7
Negative binomial log link regression parameter estimates for positive or negative
difference in spring GPA from fall cumulative GPA as a predictor of daily visits
95% Wald CI
Hypothesis Test
2
Wald χ
Parameter
B
SE
LB
UB
df
p
Decreased GPA
.53
.21
.13
.94
6.56
1
.01
Decreased (converted)
1.70
1.14
2.56
Note: N = 105
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ANOVA
Table 8 displays the results of the factorial (3-way) ANOVA. The data indicate
no significant main effect for component or branch of service, and no interactions that
had a significant effect. There was a moderate but significant main effect of status on the
transformed fall cumulative GPA, F(1,94) = .24, p = .050. However, it explained only
4% of the variance in the transformed fall cumulative GPA (η2 = .04) and overall, the
model explained only 3% of the variance (adjusted R2= .03). Table 9 provides the
estimated marginal means for the fall cumulative GPA for veterans and those still
serving, with both transformed and untransformed GPA figures. As indicated, still
serving in the military had a negative effect on cumulative GPA.
Table 8
Summary of ANOVA for transformed fall cumulative GPAa and status,
component, and branch of service
Source
SS
df
MS
F
Status
.04
1
.04
3.94
Component
.00
1
.00
.24
Service
.02
3
.01
.63
Status *Component
.00
1
.00
.30
Status * Service
.02
3
.01
.66
Component *Service
.01
3
.00
.14
Status*Component*Service
.04
1
.04
3.56
Total
5.17
108
a. Dependent Variable: Logarithm of 5-FCGPA
b. R Squared = .144 (Adjusted R Squared = .025)

Table 9
Estimated marginal means for veterans and those still serving
95% CI
Group
M
LB
UB
Transformed
Veteran
.175
.18
.20
Still Serving
.236
.18
.29
Untransformed
Veteran
3.50
3.40
3.60
Still Serving
3.28
3.04
3.49

p
.050
.625
.598
.583
.580
.935
.062

η2
.04
.00
.02
.00
.02
.00
.04
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Status and component are dichotomous, whereas branch of service is not, so post
hoc Bonferroni and Ryan, Einot, Gabriel, and Welsch Q (REGWQ) tests were conducted
only for service. The Bonferroni test indicated that there is no significant effect (p > .05).
The REGWQ test, which compares means with excellent power and control of Type I
errors (Field, 2009), did not produce more than one subset of different means among the
branches of service, indicating that mean differences were not significant between
branches of service.
The ANOVA was conducted to test two hypotheses:
H3: Student veterans’ cumulative GPAs will be associated with their service
branch, component, or status.
H4: Interaction effects for service branch, component, and status will exist.
Only partial support was found for H3. Although no significant differences between fall
cumulative GPAs were associated with service branch or component as hypothesized, a
moderate but significant difference associated with status was found. Specifically, on
average, cumulative GPAs were greater for veterans, who completed their service
obligations, than for those still serving. No significant interaction effects were found for
service branch, component, and status, providing no support for H4.
Independent t-test and Mann-Whitney Test
The independent t-test revealed no significant differences for the transformed
cumulative GPA (5-FCGPA) between female (M = .21, SE = .02; M(untransformed) =
3.39) and male (M = .19, SE = .01; M(untransformed) = 3.46) student veterans, with
t(106) = -.69, p = .49. The t-test was conducted to test the hypothesis:
H5: Student veterans’ cumulative GPAs will differ by gender.
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The result did not support the hypothesis.
A Mann-Whitney test did not reveal a significant difference (p =.72) in the
distribution of daily visits between female (M = 6.95, SE = 3.50) and male (M = 8.58, SE
= 1.83) student veterans. The Mann-Whitney test was conducted to test the hypothesis:
H6: The frequency of student veteran utilization of a campus veterans support
center will differ by gender.
The result did not support the hypothesis.
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Discussion
In writing about transformational leadership in higher education, Eckel and Kezar
(2003) describe a number of strategies, actions, and structures that are necessary to
produce and measure strategic transformation. Among them are the requirements for
institutional leaders to serve a student population with changing demographics, operate
with increasingly constrained budgets, set achievable goals, hold people accountable, and
provide evidence of progress. The present case study was conducted to provide support
for those needs by offering greater understanding of a unique subset of the student
population and providing evidence of outcomes associated with the investment of
resources associated with that population, with the understanding that more research will
be needed.
This case study hypothesized that the utilization of centralized services and
resources contributes to the academic success of military-affiliated students. Finding
support for this hypothesis would encourage the continued investment of resources in
veterans centers by higher education institutions. Finding no support would not indicate
the investment in veterans centers is unnecessary but might indicate that other types of
outcomes merit more research or other approaches to the research are needed. Additional
research is required nevertheless, given that the present study is a case study.
The results of the ordinary least squares regression analysis that tested the effect
of center utilization on GPA neither supported nor contradicted the hypothesis that visits
to a support center is a predictor of a student’s academic achievement for the sample
population. The potential positive effect of utilizing a center may have been unseen
because students in need are more apt to utilize a center, and the positive effect of visits

55
may have been to minimize the decline of their GPAs rather than boost them above their
previous performance. A study of this minimizing effect would be difficult and
unethical, because it would require denying some students access to resources when their
GPAs are declining.
To examine predictors of engagement, the researcher conducted two negative
binomial regressions using change in GPA as a predictor and visits to a support center as
the dependent variable. These analyses of the effect of change in GPA (spring GPA
minus fall cumulative GPA) indicated that students whose GPAs are decreasing are much
more likely to visit the center than those whose GPAs are increasing. Using a MannWhitney test, significant differences between male and female student veteran visits were
not found.
The implication is that when military-affiliated students are struggling
academically, they are more likely to utilize the resource that was established to support
them. Although the positive effect of visits to the center could not be definitively
determined, one might reason that students recognize the positive effect of engaging the
center because they seek center services when they struggle academically. As DiRamio
et al. (2015) indicated, female student veterans seek help less than nonveteran females;
the results of the present case study support their finding.
Regarding the differences between types of student veterans, the results indicated
that military-affiliated students who have completed their service obligations achieve
greater academic success, as measured by cumulative GPA, than those who are
continuing to serve in the military, regardless of branch or component. Differences in
cumulative GPA between genders were not found.
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The finding of this difference is important in that it supports the proposition that
consolidating all military-affiliated students into a single group for research could
obscure within-group differences related to academic achievement and their support
requirements. With a greater sample, additional differences, including gender-based
differences, might be identifiable. However, it is clear that all military-affiliated students
are not achieving the same academic success, which suggests that different approaches to
their support are needed.
In regard to service rivalries, the present researcher light-heartedly notes that this
case study does not support the argument that members of one branch of service have
greater intellect than any other.
Implications for Future Research
Institutional leaders face tight budgets and competing demands for resources,
while the public scrutinizes tuition increases and the outcomes of higher education.
Institutional leaders must make informed decisions regarding the allocation of resources,
and they must demonstrate positive outcomes of those decisions and selected investments
in order to make transformative strategic change (Eckel & Kezar, 2003). To that end,
further research is clearly indicated.
As noted, the findings of this case study are based on a sample from a single
institution. A broader and greater sample comprising multiple institutions could bolster
the conclusions made in the present study and improve their generalization.
The present study concluded that differences exist between the academic
achievement of veterans and those still serving in the military, but it did not examine the
specific reasons for the differences. Studies examining reasons for differences could
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provide actionable information to better support those students who are still serving in the
military.
This study only examined those who are or were in the military, but it did not
examine students who are military-affiliated family members and who are also supported
by veterans centers. Research is needed to determine how family members’ academic
achievement differs as a result of frequent relocations on military orders, family
separation, disability or loss of the service member, or other challenges they might face.
If it can be demonstrated that center utilization over a longer period of time has a
positive effect on academic achievement (GPA), then conducting studies examining the
specific services that students utilize and which of those services most effectively
enhance student success are needed. Studies addressing other measures of success, such
as graduation and retention, in addition to GPA, are warranted as well. Additionally,
studies that examine outcomes achieved through other types of support resources utilized
by military-affiliated students or through veterans center collaboration with other support
organizations are needed.
A mixed methods study that incorporates reasons for visiting centers and captures
individual narratives from military-affiliated students would provide a broader
understanding of the role of veterans centers in the students’ academic environment and
success. In addition to increased understanding, individual accounts can introduce an
affective component to the story of students and centers that can be impactful when
relaying the value and utility of centers to donors, government, military, and institutional
leaders and when requesting resources or changes in policy.
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As discussed throughout this study, existing research has called for studies that
disaggregate student veterans in order to better understand differences within this unique
population. In answer to those calls, the present case study examined some within-group
differences associated with student veterans’ GPAs. There are many subcategories into
which student veterans can meaningfully be divided for study. Using a factorial ANOVA
and t-test, the study examined cumulative GPA differences associated with status,
service, component, and gender. Other potential areas to examine include rank, military
occupational specialty, duration of service, and types of disabilities. Finding differences
supports the argument for more critical quantitative research about student veterans.
Such research will not only contribute to the body of knowledge about this population, it
will also provide institutional leaders with information about how to better support this
student population.
Differences between academic achievement of those still serving and those who
have completed their service were found. This is a very important finding for higher
education researchers. The finding demonstrates that within-group differences exist
among the group commonly referred to as “student veterans.” This finding indicates that
the practice of consolidating this military-affiliated population in research can overlook
important differences within the group and that, although convenient, it is unsuitable to
use “student veterans” to refer to both those students who have completed their service
(actual veterans) and those whose service continues. From both a purely definitional and
an attributional perspective, it is as inaccurate and misleading as aggregating oranges and
lemons under the single label “oranges” when “citrus fruit” would be more appropriate.
Although “military-affiliated students” is a more accurate label for the aggregated
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population, the finding of differences supports the need for more critical quantitative
research to examine the associated subpopulations more discretely. Researchers should
carefully consider consolidating all military-affiliated subjects into a single category as
has been the common practice in past research in higher education.
Studies examining military-affiliated students in higher education are clearly
needed in the future. Universities are being held more and more accountable for
meaningful and demonstrable outcomes with all students. Research across the breadth of
student populations are required to understand all students and to promote their success.
With respect to military-affiliated students, institutional leaders are allocating valuable
resources to establish and maintain veterans centers, and the federal government is
providing billions of dollars to fund the education of military-affiliated students in higher
education. Research can provide insights into the needs of military-affiliated students to
increase positive outcomes and the associated return on institutional and governmental
investments.
Implications for Future Practice
This case study supported the proposition that student veterans with academic
need recognize veterans centers as helpful resources and engage centers when they have
academic need.
From a development and resource allocation perspective, this finding can be used
by higher education leaders to encourage financial support of these centers because it
provides evidence that students recognize and utilize the centers as academic resources
that support their needs and, thus, the investment in such centers appears to be meeting
student needs.
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This finding also has relevance to student outreach and engagement. From an
outreach perspective, this finding can be useful in encouraging more military-affiliated
students to utilize centers when needed. Specifically, center personnel and institutional
leaders can leverage this finding to encourage non-engaged students to utilize centers
when they need assistance, because the finding provides evidence that many other
students in need recognize centers as academic resources to assist them. That is, sharing
the finding that many students use a veterans center for support might help reduce the
stigma that help-seeking is a sign of weakness and might encourage reluctant students to
engage centers for assistance.
Students with academic need engaged the center more than those who were not in
academic need. However, center and institutional leaders and higher education
researchers must identify two associated things. First, they must identify the specific
reasons for student visits in terms of resources or activities engaged. Second, they must
identify reasons that other students in academic need do not engage centers. These are
essential tasks in creating transformative change in support of military-affiliated students.
Kotter (1995) developed a model for transformational change that includes identifying
opportunities, developing strategies for achieving a vision, and removing obstacles to
change. Clearly, one cannot capitalize on opportunities nor remove obstacles to change
and improvement unless the opportunities and obstacles have been identified. By
understanding the reasons for visits, institutional leaders can more precisely allocate
resources to support the students, develop innovative ways to support military-affiliated
students, and capitalize on the students’ strengths. By understanding the reasons that
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students do not engage centers, institutional leaders can develop initiatives to mitigate
these reasons and to increase student engagement.
Nearly half of the respondents in this case study did not engage the center for
some reason. Understanding why is undoubtedly important. Despite not knowing the
reasons, some elements of center leadership could facilitate engagement and
transformation in centers ranging from new offices comprising a single point of contact
for military-affiliated students to robust full-service centers. In the context of the
contingency theory of leadership (Northouse, 2010), certain leadership styles can be more
effective depending on the relationship between leaders and followers, task structure, and
position power. Many in higher education might not think of the administrator-student
relationship as a leader-follower relationship because students are not followers in the
traditional sense, but application of the theory can provide a lens for considering effective
leadership in this context. For good leader-follower relationships, the center atmosphere
must be positive and students must have trust in the center leader. Ideally, a center leader
will have a military background, which may assist in establishing rapport by being one
who is part of the unique military/veteran culture. In this paradigm, task structure for
students is low and position power for center leaders is low, so a relationship-centric
leader can be the most effective (Northouse, 2010). Although task execution is important
in administrative operation of centers, center leaders should possess socioemotional
competency to align with the low task structure and high amount of work involving
student personal development (Bass, 1990).
Although not an absolute, charismatic leaders are often associated with
transformational change (Northouse, 2010). Someone charismatic and passionate about
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supporting military-affiliated students can enhance relationship development at the
individual student level and also facilitate transformational change at internal and
external organizational levels. Efforts at individual and organizational levels can
encompass networking, advocacy, and negotiation; naturally aligning with those
activities is charismatic leadership, which is associated with motivating, trust-building,
encouraging, inspiring, and compellingly communicating to others (Bass, 1990; Kouzes
& Posner, 1995; and Northouse, 2010). These activities are directly related to work
involving the support of military-affiliated students. For example, in creating
organizational change, one might utilize networking, advocacy, and negotiation to
identify supportive individuals or organizations, promote initiatives, and obtain
cooperation, consensus, or compromise. At the individual level, one must frequently
build trust with students, encourage them, and motivate them in order to engage them and
facilitate their success.
Developing powerful coalitions is a key step in creating transformative change
(Kotter, 1995). Kouzes and Posner (2002) explain that transformational leadership
involves finding common ground, uniting purposes, and elevating others to higher levels.
They also note that joint reward fosters cooperation. For government, military, and
higher education institutions, there is mutually beneficial and very practical value in
investing resources that encourage or support military-affiliated student engagement with
centers. An educated workforce earns wages and pays taxes. Educated workers develop
policies, systems, and equipment, become researchers and faculty members, and solve
local, national, and global problems. For government, military, and higher education
institutions, there are strategic value and joint reward in collaborating to facilitate the
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successful education of students who have already demonstrated a strong work ethic and
a propensity for community and public service.
Collaboration could begin even before service members are discharged. The
recognition of engagement as a function of need supports the value of informing serving
and transitioning service members of the available center services and encouraging their
engagement in such centers early in the process of entering higher education. Resources
to support the transition of service members to higher education, whether the service
member has completed his/her obligation or changes from active duty to reserve status,
could be increased for the military and institutions to facilitate the transition process.
With additional resources, military transition assistance programs and offices could
encourage service members to engage with centers upon arrival at their intended
institutions and could provide contact information to receiving institutions to support
their outreach to inbound students. Through both mechanisms, these students would be
made aware of the resources available to them and would be encouraged to utilize them
to support their needs as they enter and progress through higher education.
Strategic change, even internal change, often requires strategic collaboration with
external entities (Hesselbein & Cohen, 1999). With continued investment in centers and
better understanding of this population and their needs, government, military,
institutional, and center leaders could increase the relevance and efficacy of support that
military-affiliated students receive and increase engagement of these students with
support centers. By doing so, these collaborative leaders could improve overall academic
success of these students and enhance their eventual mutually beneficial contributions to
the greater strategic good.
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For institutional, government, and military leaders, the difference in academic
achievement for the two types of military-affiliated students, those still serving and those
who completed their service, is an indicator that policies, practices, and resources for
students who are also serving in the military should be examined to determine how to
better support and educate them. For instance, the institution at which the case study was
conducted has an excused absence policy that incorporates military duty and requires
faculty to permit students to make up assignments and exams. However, much is left to
interpretation regarding military duty and accommodations for making up assignments.
Military duty can include receipt of unexpected orders to deploy, orders to participate in
military training, or requirements to participate in monthly weekend drills. The excused
absence policy does not address online education challenges during deployments in areas
where unexpected internet outages occur nor does it provide guidance on unavoidable
withdrawals, allowable duration of “incomplete” course grades, or reasonable faculty and
student expectations for making up assignments. By examining how service members
are supported and educated while meeting their military duty obligations, institutional,
government, and military leaders could identify policy changes that could improve
practices or resources for this population.
Although the present case study identified that differences in achievement exist
between students who are traditional veterans and those still serving, it did not identify
why there are differences. Center leaders and researchers need to examine the potential
causes. While it is probably safe to assume that training and deployments can interrupt
coursework and progression towards degrees for students still serving in the military,
there may be additional reasons for the differences. Pre- and post-deployment stress,
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irregular course sequencing, and attenuation of knowledge while deployed are among the
many possibilities. Specially trained advisors, counselors, advocates, or case managers
might be required in centers to assist with pre- and post-training or deployment issues for
students still serving in the military. Policies outlining specific academic
accommodations, such as flexible assignment deadlines or postponement of exams, might
be needed to compensate for time required for military duty. As noted, center leaders
must not only examine campus policies and processes but must work with military
commands and their education offices to identify better ways to support military students.
Eckel and Kezar (2003) note that transformational higher education leaders
frequently engage external entities to promote change, leverage opportunities, and garner
support. Veterans center and institutional leaders could collaborate with military and
government leaders to develop mutually supportive legislation, policies, and processes to
ensure that service members can meet their military obligations without a loss of
academic progress and that institutions can maintain their academic standards. As
veteran and service member enrollment increases, legislation could provide additional
appropriation for centers to increase resources such as added space and staff, full-time
tutors, outreach specialists, academic supplies and equipment, and student advising
systems to better identify students in academic need. Federal, state, military, and
institutional policies could be developed to clearly articulate reasonable academic
accommodations for those whose military obligations interrupt or interfere with academic
requirements and to minimize the impact of academic commitments on military
operations. In so doing, military, government, and institutional leaders could develop
mutually beneficial policies, processes, and procedures that would support the academic
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success of military-affiliated students. This would encourage service members to take
advantage of educational opportunities without concern of significant interruption, which
would ultimately provide even more educated personnel within the military.
The contribution and value to institutional diversity provided by militaryaffiliated students has been discussed, as has the diversity among them. However,
institutions must also recognize that veterans – particularly student veterans – are a
marginalized population that is often the subject of microaggressions and
misunderstanding like many underrepresented populations (Collins, Biniecki, & Polson,
2016; Rumann, Rivera, & Hernandez, 2011; Zoli, Maury, & Fay, 2015). Collins,
Biniecki, and Polson (2016) call for increased research to explore civilian and militaryaffiliated student engagement to improve the inclusive learning environment. They also
note the diversity of military-affiliated students and the importance of intersectionality
when considering them. While they encourage research and education to create a more
inclusive environment and while veterans centers are designed as identity-based
resources, there is more that can be done to enhance engagement and inclusion and
address some specific military-affiliated student challenges.
In addressing the unique needs of female military-affiliated students, veterans
centers could collaborate with women’s centers to create, leverage, and/or enhance
programs that support all female students while also encouraging social interaction
between military-affiliated and civilian female students. Such an effort could provide
female military-affiliated students with a resource that is specifically focused on
women’s support and would reduce their need to engage a male-dominated militaryaffiliated student group with whom they might not feel comfortable or completely safe.
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Individuals comprise not one but many intersecting identities such as race, gender,
religion, age, sexual orientation, national heritage, veteran status, and countless others, so
initiatives could also be developed with other departments, such as those supporting
students of color, students with disabilities, or the LGBT population. Similarly,
collaboration with faculty could create more inclusive courses, such as courses on gender
or culture that also include content related to veterans and the military. Additionally,
training can raise the military/veteran cultural competency of faculty members and assist
them in creating more inclusive classroom environments.
In a broader context, center leaders could work with multicultural offices to
incorporate military/veteran culture into multicultural programming in order to highlight
that service members and veterans also represent a unique population with a unique
culture and to facilitate cross-cultural experiences. This engagement has value campuswide because the exchange of experiences, views, and values between students from
different socioeconomic, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds supports the success and
learning for students from all backgrounds (DoE, 2016).
Collaboration with counseling and disabilities offices is imperative in supporting
military-affiliated students with PTSD; however, collaboration between veterans centers
and other campus offices can augment these professional services by fostering social
interaction. Although posttraumatic growth (PTG) is associated with one’s posttraumatic
growth initiative, which comprises the skills with which one can achieve personal
positive change (Borowa, Robitschek, Harmon, & Shigemoto, 2016), social connection
and support also facilitate PTG (Borowa, et al., 2016; Tsai, et al., 2015). This is
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consistent with student development research that indicates that social engagement has a
positive effect on social self-concept and self-esteem (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
As the title of Vaccaro’s (2015) article states, “It’s not one size fits all” when
meeting the needs of military-affiliated students. This case study identified one of
potentially many differences within this population. Other differences are likely to exist,
given the experiences (inputs) within the population will vary significantly. Center
managers and staff operate where “boots meet the ground,” one might say. That is, they
work directly with this student population, which might be as diverse as the services from
which they come. To obtain the most positive student outcomes, centers should not
provide “cookie cutter” solutions to meet the needs of military-affiliated students,
because their needs will vary. Of course, to better understand those needs, additional
research is required.
Center leaders, in addition to researchers, must not only capture the frequency of
visits, but the reasons for visits as well. However, this case study provided initial support
for the assertion that dedicated centers are needed by military-affiliated students, but
closer connections between research, practice, and leadership are required. Still,
knowing that dedicated centers are needed, center leaders and military-affiliated student
program coordinators can advocate more effectively to establish, maintain, or enhance
facilities, services, programs, and support for these students. Center leaders can use this
information to support funding requests for center resources and services, such as paid
tutoring, dedicated military- and veteran-accommodating study spaces, supplemental
books and materials, Math and English refresher workshops, and study skills training. As
the reasons for visits and the outcomes associated with those visits become more clear,
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center leaders can add, remove, or modify programs to support student needs more
effectively and efficiently.
As results of future research become available, center leaders must continuously
transform the support and resources offered to military-affiliated students in order to
enhance and improve their academic outcomes. To guide and support these efforts, this
study has provided actionable findings and recommendations.
Conclusion
Each year, approximately 200,000 individuals become veterans (DoD, 2017) and
many will utilize the benefits that they have earned to pursue higher education. This case
study has provided support for the contention that military-affiliated students should not
be considered a homogenous group. It has also provided support for the need for
veterans centers on campuses. As the population of veterans on campuses grows and as
service members continue to take advantage of educational opportunities, leaders in
higher education, the military, and the government must better understand militaryaffiliated students and must think strategically about how to best support the academic
success of this growing population of students.
Many say that supporting veterans is the right thing to do, because these
individuals have sworn to serve in support of our nation’s interests, and in so doing,
many have had to write their blood types on the back of their boots before facing the
perils of combat. The risks and dangers they face are tremendous and selfless. There is
merit in that argument, but there is another that is equally compelling. Supporting
veterans is the smart thing to do. Using Census Bureau data, Tivald and KawashimaGinsberg (2015) found that veterans “strengthen communities by volunteering, voting,
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engaging in local governments, helping neighbors, and participating in community
organizations—all at higher rates than their non-veteran counterparts” (p. 5). From a
national strategic perspective, it is smart to support the education of service members and
veterans to enable them to contribute even more to communities. To do so requires that
researchers continue to study military-affiliated students discretely so that institutional
leaders can provide resources to meet their diverse needs.
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Appendices
Appendix A – Email Solicitation
As a doctoral student at James Madison University, I am conducting dissertation research
which focuses on understanding how utilization of a veterans support center affects the
academic success of student veterans.
I request your participation in the study by completing a survey that will take less than 5
minutes of your time. The survey will ask questions about your military service, such as
branch and component, and will ask for your consent to use certain data from your
student record for research purposes. More details about the research and data to be used
can be found at the link below and can be reviewed prior to completing the short survey.
You may also contact me directly with any questions about the research. In return for
your participation, you will be entered in a drawing for one of four $25 Visa gift cards.
Participation is completely voluntary and your data will be kept confidential.
If you’d like to participate, please click on this link:
http://jmu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3dXRdtWvCrSSCYR
Thank you for your time and interest.
Paul Morgan, M.Ed.
PhD Candidate, James Madison University
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Appendix B - Informed Consent Cover Letter
The Influence of Engaging Centralized Student Support on the Academic Achievement
of Student Veterans
The purpose of this research study is to on understand how utilization of a veterans support center
(VSC) affects the academic success of student veterans. We are doing this study because it will
help higher education institutions understand the benefit of their continued investment in campus
veterans centers.
As a participant in this study, you will be asked to take less than 5 minutes to answer some
questions about your military service and veteran status and your academic experience at the
university. With your consent, your cumulative GPA, major, gender, ethnicity, and VSC visit
data will be retrieved from student records for the study, using your university identification
number (UID).
Your UID will be removed from the data following their retrieval and consolidation in order to
minimize the risk of inadvertent disclosure of personal identifiable information. The other
potential risks in taking part in this study are those typically associated with completing online
surveys and using electronic devices to access the internet. Your survey responses and student
data will be kept confidential. Only summary results of the study will be reported, without
personal identifiable information.
If you have any questions complaints or if you feel you have been harmed by this research please
contact Mr. Paul Morgan, PhD candidate, James Madison University/Director, Veterans Support
Center, <institution>, at <phone> or <email>.
Contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) if you have questions regarding your rights as a
research participant. Also, contact the IRB if you have questions, complaints or concerns which
you do not feel you can discuss with the investigator. The <institution> IRB may be reached by
phone at <phone> or by e-mail at <email>.
Participation in this study is voluntary. You can choose not to take part. You can choose not to
finish the survey without penalty or loss of benefits. As a participant in the study, your name will
be entered into a drawing for one of four $25 Visa gift cards.
By returning this questionnaire, you are giving your consent to participate.
Your participation in this study is sincerely appreciated.
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Appendix C – Student Veteran Survey
1) My university identification number (UNID) is: _______
2) Prior to this semester, I completed my military obligation (retired or discharged with
no requirement to drill):
Yes

No

3) In the military, I was (or am):
On active duty

In the reserves

In the National Guard

4) I was (or am) in the (if more than one applies, choose the most recent):
Army (including Army National Guard)
Air Force (including Air National Guard)
Coast Guard

Marine Corps
Navy

5) The highest rank I achieved is:
E1
W1
O1

E2
E3
E4
E5
E6
CW2 CW3 CW4 CW5
O2
O3
O4
O5
O6

E7

E8

E9

O7

O8

O9

O10

6) I have a service-connected disability rating from the VA for a physical and/or mental
health condition:
Yes

No

(If no, skip item 8 and 9.)

7) I have been approved for academic accommodations through the university’s Center
for Disability and Access:
Yes

No

(If no, skip item 8. If yes, skip item 9. )

8) I receive academic accommodations at the university for my service-connected
disability:
Yes

No

(If yes, skip item 9.)

9) Indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statement: I believe that I
could qualify for academic accommodations for my service-connected disability:
Strongly
disagree

disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

agree

Strongly agree
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